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“What is crucial is not that technical ability but it is imagination 
in all of its applications.”

E. O. Wilson

This book is dedicated to Vesa Jaakola who believed in IPALAC
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Foreword

Whenever I tell friends and colleagues about my experience 

in international agricultural development, particularly in 

Africa, they say: “Dov, this is fascinating— you must share 

your experience and thoughts with the rest of the world.” 

But sharing experiences and thoughts can be very difficult 

to do when you are busy “trying to save the world.”

Now, time, such a rare commodity earlier in my life, has 

become available, allowing me to sit down at my laptop to 

share my lifelong experience in international agricultural 

development.

My major objective in writing this book is to guide those 

who are involved in the agricultural development of dry 

Africa about new approaches and strategies that will lead 

to more successful development. 

At the center of my concerns are the interests of farmers.  

In this book, I will recount many personal examples of 

how the lack of understanding of the business of farming, 
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the conditions peculiar to dry Africa and the needs and 
motivations of farmers are hampering development there. 

Many times, I resort to strong language to shake up some 
parties who, in my opinion, are taking the wrong approaches 
without even being aware of the negative consequences that 
result. In mentioning this, I would like to apologize to 
anyone who may feel my criticism is directed at them. This 
is definitely not my intention.

Even though I am a scientist, by no means have I written 
this book in the style of a scientific publication. I present 
here a summary of my more than fourty years of experience 
in agricultural research and development in Israel, Egypt, 
Morocco, Argentina and sub-Saharan Africa. It is written 
in a style that can be understood by a layman but still 
appreciated by a scientist. The book deals specifically 
with agriculture in the Sudano Sahel, a region delineated 
by 300–800 mm/y rain isohyets stretching from Senegal 
to Eritrea, but it is relevant to other regions of dry Africa 
that are in the process of transitioning from traditional to 
more sophisticated forms of agriculture through a process 
that we call “development”.

From 1971 until 2001, I was an agricultural researcher at 
the Institute for Agriculture and Applied Biology (IAAB) of 
the Ben-Gurion University of the Negev in Beer Sheva, Israel. 
My specialty was research on saline water irrigation. Over a 
period of thirty years, I tested thirty-six crop species for salt 
tolerance acquiring a unique knowledge of a great variety 
of crops (field crops, forage crops, vegetables, fruit trees and 
ornamentals). This experience helped me immensely when 
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I became the head of Crops and Systems Diversification at 
the International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-
Arid Tropics (ICRISAT) Sahelian Center in Niger. 

I headed the IAAB from 1975 until 2001. This relatively 
small institute with a staff of 100 people has had a very 
significant impact on the development of the Negev Desert 
in what is referred to by many as the “Miracle of the 
Desert.” I believe the primary reason for this success was the 
absolute academic freedom given to scientists leading to and 
encouraging innovation.

My international experience began with a mission to 
Spain in 1976 that ended with the first introduction of 
drip irrigation to Europe. Since then, I have conducted 
consultations and projects in more than twenty countries 
around the globe. After my first mission to Africa in 1994, 
I fell in love with the continent and its people, which 
eventually led to my employment at ICRISAT-Niger 
from 2001 to 2011. ICRISAT is an international research 
institute that is focusing on the genetic improvement of 
sorghum, millet, groundnuts, chickpeas and pigeon peas 
with outstanding success. I was hired by this visionary 

organization to conduct research leading to crops and 

systems diversification.

My period of service in Africa has been the most fertile and 

fascinating of my professional career; fascinating because 

of the people whom I met and with whom I lived. West 

Africans are the kindest people I have ever encountered. 

How they treat each other with utter politeness and mutual 
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respect, how they look after less fortunate family members, 
and how they treat the elderly of the family is beyond 
description. For someone who has been brought up in a 
competitive society and who has lived under the tension 
of daily life, the interaction with this highly cultured and 
peaceful society has been a most enjoyable experience. 

But the reasons for my satisfaction extend beyond the 
kindness of the African people. Satisfaction has also come 
from seeking and finding workable solutions to a vast 
number of problems impeding African development. From 
my very first day in Africa, I have been amazed by why so 
few scientists before me had tried to find these solutions. 
Perhaps after reading this book, you will understand why 
this is so. 

In addition to conducting a diversified R&D program, I 
have been able to visit hundreds of villages in eight Sudano 
Sahelian countries (Cameroon, Niger, Nigeria, Benin, 
Burkina Faso, Ghana, Mali, Senegal and The Gambia) 
and to interact with thousands of local farmers, with 
hundreds of NGOs (non-governmental organizations) and 
with many other players in the agricultural development 
arena of Africa. Thus, this book is a result of this intensive 
experience in agricultural development of West African 
drylands. It is based mostly on what I have learned from 
personal experience, from the experiences of close friends 
and from countless hours of reading and reflecting on 
what is hindering and what is promoting agriculture in 
this region.
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My commitment to dry Africa began with a program 
called the International Program for Arid Land Crops 
(IPALAC) that was conceived by my colleagues from IAAB 
at Ben-Gurion University. The rationale behind IPALAC 
is as follows: 

Current world agriculture is mainly the outcome of 
massive crop transfers from one region of the world to 
another. For example, wheat—the most important crop in 
the world— originated in West Asia and spread from there 
to Europe, Asia, Oceania and the Americas.  Likewise, the 
potato from the Andes has transformed the agriculture 
and eating habits of Europe. Some even say that potatoes 
were the driving force behind the European “Industrial 
Revolution.” Practically all crops (with the exception of 
pecans, sunflowers, Jerusalem artichokes and some berries) 
farmed in the US come from elsewhere. Cassava, the major 
staple crop of tropical Africa, as well as cocoa, rubber trees 
and cashews that support the tropical African economy, 
all find their source in Brazil and its neighbors. On the 
other hand, Brazil, one of the most prolific agricultural 
producers in the world, grows many non-native crops: 
sugarcane originally from New Guinea, soybeans from East 
Asia, coffee from Ethiopia, corn from Mexico and oranges 
from Southeast Asia.
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To a large extent, this process of crop transfer has bypassed 

the arid and semi-arid regions of the world, probably 

because these regions have not been the top priority for 

development by the colonial powers that were the major 

players in the global crop transfer movement. Thus, IPALAC 

was created as a catalyst for crop transfer among the dry 

regions of the world. The project was originally financed by 

the Government of Finland, UNESCO the Israeli Agency for 

International Development Cooperation called MASHAV 

and by the Brach family from New Jersey.

The IPALAC team at ICRISAT-Niger: Six scientists, twelve 
technicians, fifty field workers. Most of the new crops and 
technologies mentioned in this book were created by this team
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Finland has been by far the greatest supporter of IPALAC 
and its support has extended over a period of 10 years. 
Without Finnish support, all that is described in this book 
could never have been achieved. IPALAC’s administrator 
Arnie Schliessel has been a great help in shaping the 
direction of this program and in identifying the best 
partners in Africa.  Thank you, Arnie, for this assistance.

UNESCO agreed to support IPALAC on the condition 
that it concentrated all its efforts in Africa. After two years 
of operation in Africa as IPALAC coordinator, I realized 
that for the program to succeed, it would be necessary 

Map of West and Central Africa: Countries with 
semi-arid tropics regions are: Cape Verde, Senegal, 
Mauritania, Mali, Ghana, Burkina Faso, Gambia, Togo, 
Benin, Niger, Nigeria, Cameroon and Chad



20 | Dov Pasternak

for me to move there. To accomplish this, I accepted a 
job offer made by Barry Shapiro from ICRISAT to head a 
program of crop diversification for the Semi-Arid Tropics 
(SAT) of Africa, basically-IPALAC. IPALAC donors agreed 
to transfer the responsibility for IPALAC from Ben-Gurion 
University to ICRISAT.

And this is how my odyssey with African agriculture began…


